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Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concepts of self-love (amour propre)
and love of self (amour de soi méme) are applied to the psychol-
o0gy of terrorism. Self-love is concern with one’s image in the eyes
of respected others, members of one’s group. It denotes one’s
Jfeeling of personal significance, the sense that one’s life has
meaning in accordance with the values of one’s society. Love of
self, in contrast, is individualistic concern with self-preservation,
comfort, safety, and the survival of self and loved ones. We
suggest that self-love defines a motivational force that when
awakened arouses the goal of a significance quest. When a group
perceives itself in conflict with dangerous detractors, its ideology
may prescribe violence and terrorism against the enemy as a
means of significance gain that gratifies self-love concerns. This
may involve sacrificing one’s self-preservation goals, encapsu-
lated in Rousseau’s concept of love of self. The foregoing notions
afford the integration of diverse quantitative and qualitative find-
ings on individuals’ road to terrorism and back. Understanding
the significance quest and the conditions of its constructive ful-
fillment may be crucial to reversing the current tide of global
terrorism.

Keywords: terrorism, significance quest, motivation, self-
love, love of self

he topic of terrorism might seem ill-suited for a

collection of articles devoted to psychology’s posi-

tive contributions to conflict resolution. Terrorism,
everyone knows, is the incarnation of the bad, the vile and
the ugly, the epitome of the evil that men do. What is this
sordid topic doing in a collection of essays devoted to the
enlightened, humane, and hopeful ways of dealing with
human disputes? In this article, we argue that the same
motivation that when properly directed may uplift humans
to their most constructive conciliations may, when mis-
guided, plunge people into mutual destruction, savagery,
and mayhem. Consistent with the general tenor of this
special issue of the American Psychologist, then, we pro-
pose that understanding the motivational force potentiating
terrorism may show a way for rechanneling it in a positive
direction, paving the way to peaceful conflict resolution
and harmony in intergroup relations (Staub, 2013, this
issue).

This motivational force is what we have called the quest
for personal significance (Kruglanski, Chen, Dechesne, Fish-
man, & Orehek, 2009) and what Jean-Jacques Rousseau la-
beled as self-love, or amour propre in French. Rousseau’s
amour propre denotes self-love that depends on the opinions
of others. It is a “passionate need to ‘count,’ or to ‘be some-
one’” (Neuhouser, 2008, p. 31), to be recognized, to matter.
Though highly consequential in human affairs, the quest for
significance isn’t all there is. Rousseau insightfully juxtaposed
self-love (amour propre) with love of self (amour de soi-
méme). Though sounding nearly identical, the two concepts
profoundly differ. Self-love is about counting and mattering
by standards of the normative social reality to which one
subscribes, leading the “good life” in accordance with one’s
group’s values. In contrast, love of self is about self-preser-
vation, security, survival, comfort, and pleasure, in short,
about “taking care of number one” and gratifying one’s indi-
vidualistic needs and desires (see Table 1).

At times, the quest for significance may override
self-preservation motives, inspiring individuals to make
personal sacrifices for collective causes. At other times,
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self-preservation goals may prevail, leading persons away
from collective, significance-bestowing pursuits. Often,
too, these two goal types may be in conflict so that an
overriding commitment to one may require suppression of
the other (Shah, Friedman, & Kruglanski, 2002). We de-
velop this theme later on in this article. Our main purpose,
however, is to offer a theoretical analysis of two opponent
psychological processes: radicalization—becoming a ter-
rorist—and deradicalization—leaving terrorism behind.
These are described subsequently, following a thumbnail
sketch of psychological research on modern terrorism.
The present article builds on our earlier work on
terrorism’s motivational underpinnings (e.g., Kruglanski et
al., 2009; Kruglanski & Fishman, 2006; Kruglanski, Gel-
fand, & Gunaratna, 2012; Kruglanski & Orehek, 2011),
yet it goes beyond it in a number of important respects:
Primarily, it juxtaposes the motivational forces behind
radicalization with those behind deradicalization. It fur-
ther clarifies the relations between ideology and violence
and elaborates on conditions in which nonviolent ideol-
ogies offer a roadmap to personal significance. Finally,
and not least in importance, it describes previously un-

reported empirical findings pertinent to the present the-
ory.

Psychological Research on Modern
Terrorism

Social scientists’ interest in modern terrorism dates back to
the 1960s and 1970s, when a wave of bombings, hijack-
ings, and kidnappings catapulted the subject to the top of
the world’s concerns. This interest spiked following the
tragedy of 9/11/2001, the Bali bombing of 12/10/2002, the
Madrid bombings of 3/11/2004, the London bombing of
7/7/2005, the Mumbai attack in 2008, and the innumerable
suicide bombings in Iraq and Afghanistan over the last
decade. It is generally recognized that the problem of
terrorism is not going away anytime soon and that it
constitutes a serious threat to world security and stability.
The study of terrorism is proceeding apace around the
world; numerous institutes and centers have sprung up
devoted to research on the topic, and the number of con-
ferences, symposia, and publications on terrorism and po-
litical violence exhibits an accelerated growth curve.

What Terrorism Is Not

It seems fair to say that, thus far, psychological research on
terrorism has yielded clearer knowledge about what terror-
ism is not than about what it is. We know now that
terrorism is not a kind of psychopathology. We know now
that terrorists aren’t crazy, even though their activities are
extreme by general standards. We know that a specific
personality profile that characterizes a terrorist does not
exist; terrorists come in all shapes and forms psychologi-
cally speaking. We also know that situational factors such
as poverty, political oppression, or poor education aren’t
the “root causes” of terrorism, though both personality and
situation can contribute to terrorism in some circumstances
(Kruglanski & Fishman, 2006; Merari, 2010).

What Terrorism Is

In contrast to the emerging agreement about what terrorism
is not, there is less consensus about what terrorism is, and
what causes it. Some authors suggest it is personal states
(e.g., of trauma, shock, and anger) that push individuals
into terrorism’s arms (e.g., Speckhard & Akhmedova,
2005), that ideology is epiphenomenal to terrorists’ behav-
ior (e.g., Sageman, 2004, 2008), and that ideology serves as
an after-the-fact rationalization of undertaken actions
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Table 1
Properties of Self-Llove Versus Love of Self

Selflove

Love of self

e the quest for significance

e the need to “count,” to “be someone”

* the sense that one’s life has meaning in
accordance with the values of one’s society

e concerns with comfort, self-preservation, and security
e survival of self and loved ones
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(Bjprgo & Horgan, 2009; McCauley & Moskalenko, 2011).
Others emphasize the motivating role of ideology (Gu-
naratna, 2005) and the “sacred values™ that it represents
(Ginges, Atran, Medin, & Shikaki, 2007). Yet others put
stock in terrorism’s social networks (Bakker, 2006; Hegg-
hammer, 2006; Noricks, 2009; Sageman, 2004, 2008) and
highlight the interpersonal ties that bond terrorists together.

Our own approach has been that all of these factors
matter and that each plays an important, though not an
exclusive, role in prompting terrorism. Needed at this point
is a theory that integrates them and elucidates how they
interlock and work in concert. In what follows, we sketch
an outline of such a theory and present some initial evi-
dence for its postulates.

The Quest for Significance (Amour
Propre) Theory of Radicalization

Our theory departs from a basic assumption that, like most
human behaviors, terrorists’ behavior too is goal driven.
Simply put, terrorist behavior is the means through which
the individual pursues some goal. Admittedly, this isn’t
much of a revelation. Goal-directed behavior isn’t unique to
terrorists. It isn’t even uniquely human. It is pretty much how
most animals behave. What makes humans somewhat special
is that our behavior is socially grounded. Humans are social
beings. More importantly yet, humans are cognitively social.
Ants, bees, wasps, and so forth, though highly social too, do
not think much. Humans do. Our goals and means have
meaning that is socially determined: It is anchored in cultural
norms and values that our group upholds. The application of
those general values to engender specific motivation unfolds
dynamically via a social process in which persuasion and
social influence play a crucial role.

In summary, our quest for significance framework
highlights three fundamental elements whose interaction
determines terrorists’ behavior. These are (a) the goal that
the terrorist is striving to attain, (b) the violent means
whereby he or she seeks to attain it, and (c) the social
process that binds the goal and means together. This con-
ceptual framework is useful in allowing one to move for-
ward by highlighting the critical questions about the psy-
chology of terrorism and by suggesting hypotheses as to
possible answers.

The Goal Issue: What Motivates Terrorists?

The quintessential question that our framework poses con-
cerns the goal issue; it addresses the all-important matter of
terrorists’ motivation. The literature on this topic has been
extensive, to be sure, and it has produced a long list of
possible sources of motivation, including honor, trauma,
humiliation, heaven, devotion to leader, vengeance, group
pressure, even feminism (Bloom, 2004; Gambetta, 2005;
Stern, 2004). These are all true and valid in a sense, but at
a deeper level they represent, we submit, special cases of a
broader, unifying motivation, the quest for significance
mentioned earlier. The quest for significance refers to a
general motivational force beyond mere survival; it has
been recognized by psychological theorists under various
labels such as competence or effectance (in White’s 1959
classic; see also Elliot & Dweck, 2005) and achievement,
self-esteem, mastery, and control motivations (see also
Fiske, 2004; Higgins, 2012). The crucial thing is that
effectance, esteem, competence, achievement, or control
are defined socially or culturally (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001;
Sedikides, Gaertner, & Toguchi, 2003). That is exactly
what the significance quest represents: It is attainment of
what the culture says is worth attaining, the kind of com-
petence that the culture values, or control over outcomes
that the culture deems worthy, and for which one is ac-
corded the admiration of others who matter to oneself.
One’s sense of personal significance affords one self-love
in the eyes of others, members of one’s reference group,
just as Rousseau envisioned it. To summarize, then, we
view both the quest for significance (Rousseau’s notion of
self-love) and the quest for survival, comfort, and self-
preservation (Rousseau’s love of self) as universal human
motives that manifest themselves differently in diverse
sociocultural contexts. As we will see, these motives can
occasionally give rise to goal conflicts, whereas at other
times they can be concomitantly gratified by “multifinal”
pursuits (Kruglanski, Kopetz, et al., 2012; Kruglanski et al.,
2002).

Awakening the quest for significance. As
with any motivational force, the quest for significance
needs to be specifically activated in order for it to affect
behavior (for discussion, see Fishbach & Ferguson, 2007;
Morsella & Bargh, 2011; Moskowitz & Grant, 2009). Even
the most zealous idealists do not “seek significance” all of
the time; they, too, occasionally engage in self-preservation
activities, attending to their physiological needs, their se-
curity, comfort, and so on. In our theory, and in specific
reference to terrorism, the quest for significance can be
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awakened in three general cases, those of (a) significance
loss, (b) the threat of significance loss, and (c) the oppor-
tunity for significance gain. We consider them in turn.

Significance loss. A loss of significance can
arise for diverse reasons, such as failure in an important
pursuit or a severe humiliation; this applies to the Chechen
widows who were rendered powerless, and hence were
demeaned and humiliated, by having their significant oth-
ers wrested from them by the Russian forces (Speckhard &
Akhmedova, 2005). It applies also to Muslim immigrants
to Europe, who feel considerable disrespect and often a
rabid “Islamophobia” on the part of members of the host
community (Kruglanski, Crenshaw, Post, & Victoroff,
2007; Sageman, 2004). “Rousseau vividly describes the
violent physical and ‘involuntary’ effect of his own
wounded amour propre, when ‘anger and indignation take
possession of my senses’: flashing eyes, an inflamed face,
trembling limbs, a throbbing heart . .. and reasoning can
do nothing about it” (Neuhouser, 2008, p. 71).

The propaganda tapes of Al Qaeda and affiliated or-
ganizations (whose contents we have been analyzing) often
use group grievance, the suffering and humiliation of Mus-
lims in Bosnia, Kosovo, or Palestine, to enrage all Muslims
and make them feel humiliated. Consider a quote on this
point from Abu Yahya Al-Libi (2009), a major Al Qaeda
propagandist:'

Jihad in Algeria today is your hope with permission from Allah in
redemption from the hell of the unjust ruling regimes whose
prisons are congested with your youths and children if not with
your women; [regime] which thrust its armies, police, and intel-
ligence to oppress you, for which they opened the doors to punish
you. . . . So add your efforts to theirs, add your energies to theirs.
... And know that their victory is your victory. Their salvation is
your salvation (Al-Libi, 2009, lines 142-148).

As may be seen, then, Al-Libi makes salient for his
listeners their social identity as Muslims, which in turn
renders the humiliation and dissmpowerment of other Mus-
lims the listeners’ own humiliation and significance loss.
This latter strategy is not unique to Islamist terrorists, as
individual and group grievances appear to be a potent
catalyst for terrorists’ motivation in diverse social contexts
(Adib-Moghaddam, 2005; della Porta & Rucht, 1995;
McCauley & Moskalenko, 2011). As Zartman and Khan
(2011) put it, “They (i.e., the collective grievances) color
personal perceptions of individual hurts and provide the
setting for individual feelings of helplessness that lead to
violence” (p. 28).

Unrelated significance loss. Of interest is
that significance loss may arise for reasons other than a
grievance ascribed to a known enemy or culprit. University
of Texas political scientist Ami Pedahzur (2005) cited
examples of Palestinian suicide bombers who were appar-
ently pushed to their desperate activities by stigma, ostra-
cism, and loss of self-respect (i.e., severe significance loss)
for reasons completely unrelated to the Israeli—Palestinian
conflict: a woman who had suffered stigma because she
was infertile, another one stigmatized because of a divorce,
yet another one accused of an extramarital affair, a boy
diagnosed with HIV—each was ready to sacrifice all for a
cause to erase their significance loss, even though their
humiliation had little to do with the Israeli—Palestinian
conflict as such.

Threat of significance loss. The quest for sig-
nificance can be aroused also when one faces a threat of
significance loss should one fail to comply with the nor-
mative pressure to engage in terrorism. Ohnuki-Tierney
(2006) recently analyzed Japanese Kamikaze pilots’ letters
and personal diaries. It turns out that many of them valued
life and were reluctant to die; unlike the Islamic shahids,
they expected little in the way of paradise and its ostensive
pleasures as a reward for dying for their country. Rather,
they seem to have been actually pressured into “volunteer-
ing.” Their sense of shame had they refused the mission as
well as their honor and solidarity with fallen comrades
were, apparently, what prevented them from evading their
tragic assignment.

Hayashi Ichizo, a fokkotai pilot (Kamikaze) who died
on his mission on February 22, 1945, wrote in a letter to his
mother two days before his final flight, “I find it so hard to
leave you behind. . .. I want to be held in your arms and
sleep ... [Yet] all men born in Japan are destined to die
fighting for the country. You have done a splendid job
raising me to become a honorable man” (Ohnuki-Tierney,
2006, p. 173).

Significance gain. Finally, significance loss and
threat of loss are not the sole circumstances in which a
significance quest would be awakened. Another major cir-
cumstance for arousing such a quest is opportunity for a
significance gain.

! Killed by a drone attack in Pakistan in June 2012.
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The opportunity for significance gain may often come
about in the context of a significance loss. This potentially
applies to the radicalization process that occurs in prisons.
The incarceration experience is typically humiliating and
significance reducing. It renders the individual highly vul-
nerable to radicalization arguments that promise a quick
reversal of his or her abject social standing and the con-
ferral of a hero’s status that begets others’ worship. Ali
Ammar (Ali La Pointe), the famed Algerian guerilla
leader,” used to live a life of petty crime before he was
radicalized in prison by members of the Front de Liberation
Nationale (the FLN). Richard Reid, the infamous “shoe
bomber,” converted to Islam in a British prison, whereas
Jose Padilla, the so called “dirty bomber,” was converted in
an American one. Christian Ganczarski, responsible for the
Djerba bombing off the coast of Tunisia, and Pierre Rich-
ard Robert, implicated in terrorist attacks in Morocco, were
criminal recruits to jihadism with prison backgrounds.
Other wretched circumstances, not just prison, may foster
dreams of grandeur and prompt the seizing of opportunity
for significance gain. A prominent example of someone
from such circumstances is Velupillai Prabhakaran, the
revered leader of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), with a cult status to his followers, who prior to his
LTTE career had been an ex-smuggler and a member of the
low fishermen caste in the Tamil community.

In their recent analysis of 19th century Russian anar-
chists, Clark McCauley and Sophia Moskalenko (2011)
discussed the risk and status mechanism of radicalization
illustrated by the story of Alexander Barannikov, a member
of the terrorist People’s Will (Narodnaya Volya) organiza-
tion. According to those who knew, what attracted him to
terrorism were the bravado, courage, and daring which
when displayed in pursuit of the group goals promised

considerable boost to his status and self-esteem in the eyes
of his comrades, considerably feeding his self-love in
Rousseau’s sense of the word.

Ehud Sprinzak (2001), the late Israeli terrorism expert,
discussed in this vein what he called the “megalomaniacal
hyper-terrorists,” the likes of Ramzi Yousef (the man behind
the 1993 World Trade Center bombing), Shoko Asahara
(leader of Aum Shnrikyo and architect of the 1995 sarin gas
attack in a Tokyo subway station), Timothy McVeigh (the
1995 Oklahoma City bomber), and Osama bin Laden.> Ac-
cording to Sprinzak, these are “self-anointed individuals with
larger-than-life callings ... and with insatiable urge to use
catastrophic attacks in order to write a new chapter in history”
(Sprinzak, 2001, p. 73). Accordingly, Sprinzak proposed to
include them in a “great men” theory of terrorism.

But the goal of significance gain via terrorism and mar-
tyrdom can be less high-blown and exalted. It could be incul-
cated early in the socialization process or “bred in the bone”
(Post, 2006). Some years ago, the Egyptian daily Ruz al Yusuf
(of August 18, 2006) published a report about the Hezbollah
Shi’ite youth movement known as the Imam al-Mahdi Scouts.
These children range in age from 8 to 16 years, number in the
tens of thousands, and are indoctrinated with the ideology of
radical Iranian Islam. According to Ruz al Yusuf; the objective
is “to train [a] high caliber Islamic generation of children who
would be willing to sacrifice themselves for the sake of Allah
(awlad istishhadiyyun)” (Al-Hakim, 2006).

To be sure, the tactic of indoctrinating young children
into martyrdom and heroism on behalf of their group isn’t
unique to Hezbollah. Hamas is operating summer camps in
which approximately 100,000 boys and girls participate
each year. These “summer camps” include extremist Is-
lamic indoctrination, paramilitary training, as well as social
activities, all geared toward creating a large pool of future
recruits to the ranks of Hamas militants. The Basque ETA
too has been known to target young children for purposes
of ideological indoctrination and the creation of future
cadres of ETA fighters (Reinares, 2011). Psychologically,
then, the inculcation in children of heroic themes represents
a terrorist organization’s attempt to create an opportunity
for immense significance gain in the eyes of young children
to be attained via martyrdom for their group’s cause.

Motivational Exclusivity

In basic motivational research in social psychology, we often
find that when one’s commitment to a given goal is enhanced,
alternative goals are inhibited and suppressed (Bélanger,
Lafreniere, Vallerand, & Kruglanski, 2013; Shah et al., 2002).
In this manner, increased commitment to the significance
quest goal may banish from mind goals in the self-preserva-
tion category. Thus, whereas Maslow’s (1943) theory sug-
gests that satisfaction of the baser (physiological, safety)
needs is a precondition for activation of the higher needs

2 Immortalized in Gilo Pontecorvo’s classic film The Battle of Al-
giers.

* Anders Behring Breivik, suspected perpetrator of the July 2011
Oslo massacre, is a recent addition to this infamous list.
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(love, esteem, self-actualization), our theory suggests that the
opposite may also occur and that activation of the higher
needs may lead to actual suppression of the lower needs. The
following is the testimony of a former Black Tamil Tiger, a
member of the elite LTTE suicide squads whom one of us
(M.H.) recently interviewed in Sri Lanka:

Family and relationships are forgotten in that place. There was no
place for love. . . . That means a passion and loyalty to that group,
to those in charge, to those who sacrificed their lives for the
group. Then I came to a stage where I had no love for myself. I
had no value for my life. I was ready to give myself fully, even to
destroy myself, in order to destroy another person.

In this vein too, research by Scott Atran, Jeremy Ginges,
and their colleagues suggests that individuals who have be-
come radicalized to Jihad are unlikely to abandon extreme
violence against the enemy in order to save a whole family or
village from punitive destruction by the adversary. Ginges and
Atran (2009) reported the results of a representative survey
with 1,260 Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza carried
out in December 2005 and January 2006. In the context of the
survey, respondents were asked,

What is the position of Islam in your opinion regarding the bomber
who carries out the bombing attack (which some call martyrdom
attacks while others call suicide attacks) killing himself with the aim
of killing his enemies. Does Islam allow such action?

Forty-three percent of those who responded “yes” to
this question (83.5% of all respondents) also responded
“no” to the following two items:

Would it be acceptable to forego/postpone martyrdom if there
were a significantly high chance that the chosen martyr’s family
would be killed in retaliation?

and

What if the bombing attack led to the destruction of olive trees and
the bombing of his home town and school and the death of the
students. Would it be acceptable to forego/postpone attack in this
case?

These results suggest that for radicalized individuals
the goal of following the dictates of Islam, and thereby
gaining significance, is of the highest order, trumping other
goals, including protecting one’s family and safeguarding
the lives of others in one’s community. Of interest, redress-
ing the injustice and removing the perceived loss of sig-
nificance (to oneself and one’s group) through highly risky
behavior (such as that involved in terrorism) are consistent
with Kahneman and Tversky’s (1979) prospect theory,
which postulates a proclivity toward risk seeking for the
removal of losses.

The Role of Ideology

In and of itself, having a goal aroused in oneself is not
enough for a behavior to take place. One also needs to find
a means to that goal. Typically, such a means is provided
by a terrorism-justifying ideology. It is the ideology that
tells an individual what to do in order to attain significance.
Such ideology does not come out of thin air; it is generally
grounded in the shared reality of one’s group. An ideology
is a collective belief system to which an individual sub-
scribes. When the group is under (real or imagined) threat
from its enemies, the ideology defines defense of the group
as the pre-eminent task (Zartman & Anstey, 2012), for
which glory (in the form of hero or martyr status) is the
supreme reward. We thus assume that ideology is relevant
to radicalization because it identifies such radical activity
as violence and terrorism as means to personal significance
and justifies it on moral and effectiveness grounds. We
assume these functions to be common to any terrorism-
justifying ideology, whether it be an ethno-nationalist ide-
ology, a socialist ideology, or a religious ideology.

Ideological structure. Typically, the bare
bones elements of a terrorism-justifying ideology are three-
fold: There is a grievance (injustice) perpetrated toward
one’s group (religious, national, ethnic, gender related,
etc.), there is a culprit portrayed as responsible for the
injustice, and there is a morally warranted and effective
(hence, significance promoting) method of removing the
dishonor created by the injustice—namely, terrorism—for
which the perpetrator is accorded reverence and apprecia-
tion from the group. The “ideology” need not be more
complicated than that. Yet, upholding some such belief
schema is essential because terrorists’ actions (as all human
actions) have rhyme and reason in the actor’s eyes, even if
others may disagree and consider those unacceptable, irra-
tional, and warped.

Moral warrants for terrorism. A major chal-
lenge to terrorist ideologies are the injunctions against
violence toward innocents that are common to most cul-
tures and religions. To cope with the challenge, terrorist
ideologies strive hard to justify the mayhem. Typically, this
has been accomplished in two ways: through semantics and
through rhetoric. The semantic approach involves language
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that delegitimizes the targets of one’s violence (Bandura,
1999; Bar-Tal, 1990), often by denying them human prop-
erties and portraying them as disgusting infrahuman crea-
tures (e.g., cockroaches, rats, pigs, or apes) that do not
merit the consideration extended to people (Castano &
Giner-Sorolla, 2006; Haslam, 2006).

The rhetorical approach involves setting premises that
imply either the necessity of violence against a specific
target or the allowability of violence under specific circum-
stances. The necessity of violence is premised on the notion
that the enemy’s responsibility for harm (to one’s group) is
fixed rather than malleable and stems from the target’s
essential nature (Dweck & Ehrlinger, 2006; Halperin, Rus-
sell, Dweck & Gross, 2011; Medin, 1989; Yzerbyt, Rocher,
& Schadron, 1997). Such presupposition portrays destruc-
tion of the enemy as an exclusive method of defense
against the inevitable evil that he or she may contemplate.

Consider the following quote from the anti-Tutsi
newspaper Kangura:

A cockroach cannot give birth to a butterfly . ... A cockroach
gives birth to another cockroach .... The history of Rwanda
shows us clearly that a Tutsi stays always exactly the same, that
he has never changed. (cited in Bar-Tal & Hammack, 2012, p. 31)

The allowability premise pertains to the notion that at
times of war, killing enemy combatants is legitimate, and the
distinction between combatants and civilians is unsustainable
because civilians are potential combatants (they could be
recruited or conscripted, thus becoming combatants in effect).
Furthermore, civilians bear the responsibility for their govern-
ment’s activities; in this sense they aren’t exactly neutral or
innocent and hence they constitute legitimate targets for at-
tacks (Ganor, 2002). Both the semantic and the rhetorical
justifications of terrorism aim at portraying it as a morally

justifiable, noble, enterprise likely to confer considerable sig-
nificance on its practitioners.

Effectiveness-based justifications. To war-
rant a sense of personal significance—and to elicit the
admiration of others—one’s actions must have a fair
chance of success. Abject failure only deepens the humil-
iation and augments the enemy’s felt superiority. Accord-
ingly, terrorist propagandists have typically intoxicated
their listeners with glamorous success narratives that
spelled out the effectiveness of violent struggle and of the
inevitable demise of the group’s adversary. A well-known
narrative, offered by the Russian anarchists of the late 19th
century and echoed by the leftist terrorists of the 1970s and
1980s, was that terrorism would reveal the state’s impo-
tence and provoke it to excessive countermeasures contrary
to its stated values, thereby unmasking its hypocrisy and
paving the way to a revolution.

A similar logic underlies Carlos Marighella’s mini-
manual for the urban guerilla, adopted as “gospel” by urban
militants in Europe and South America. A different ratio-
nale for the efficacy of terrorism, grounded in the presumed
weakness and degeneracy of the West (Buruma & Mar-
galit, 2004), was articulated by Sayyed Hassan Nasserallah,
the leader of the Hezbollah, in his “spider web” theory
about the mere appearance, but hardly the reality, of West-
ern (Israeli) potency. A similar justification was offered by
Osama bin Laden, who in a 2003 sermon stated,

America is a great power possessed of tremendous military might
and a wide-ranging economy, but all this is built on an unstable
foundation which can be targeted, with special attention to its
obvious weak spots. If America is hit in one hundredth of these
weak spots, it will stumble, wither away and relinquish world
leadership. (reported by Ignatius, 2005, p. A21)

In summary, then, a terrorism-justifying ideology is
critical in setting up a belief system that glorifies violence
against one’s group’s detractors and portrays it as an ef-
fective and worthy way of making a supreme contribution
to one’s community that merits vast veneration in the eyes
of others and hence provides a profound sense of one’s
social significance (Rousseau’s self-love).

The Road to Terrorism: From Self-
Love to Others’ Hate

An important aspect of our theory is that it suggests a
functional trajectory from significance quest arousal to
terrorism. The goal comes first; that is, the quest for sig-
nificance is awakened by some circumstance. In response,
one initiates a search for means to that goal by turning to
one’s group hoping for acceptance and respect* and em-
bracing its shared norms and values. Because one’s sense
of significance is grounded in the shared reality of one’s
group, an immediate response to an awakened significance
quest is turning one’s attention to the group and focusing

#Of interest is that the group in question might be mythical, imag-
inary, or created expressly for the purpose of the struggle; such possibly
was the case with Anders Breivik’s invocation of the Knights Templar as
a group on whose behalf he committed the July 2011 Oslo massacre.
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on what the group norms demand in a given circumstance.’
To put it differently, arousal of the significance quest may
immediately evoke the need to belong (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995) in that group membership affords one a sense
of significance or of “meaning through dedication to an
important cause” (Zartman & Anstey, 2012, p. 8). Conse-
quently, the individual is directed toward significance-
bestowing pursuits in accordance with the group’s norms
and values.

This collectivistic shift occasioned by the significance
goal has two immediate consequences: (a) the empower-
ment effect (hence, gain in felt significance!) on seeing
oneself as part of a larger, stronger entity and (b) the
sacrifice effect, the normatively based readiness to follow
the group norms and/or act on its behalf no matter the price.
Consequently, when the group’s ideology is terrorism-
justifying, it may prompt the support of violence/martyr-
dom on the group’s behalf. On the contrary, when the
group’s ideology is tolerant and benevolent, it may foster
conciliatory and prosocial behaviors. These relations are
depicted in Figure 1.

Empirical Evidence: On the
Failure-Collectivism Relation

Recently, bits and pieces of evidence have been emerging
that are relevant to our theory’s assertions. Consider the
notion that loss of significance (e.g., due to personal fail-
ure) invites a collectivistic shift,® that is, a greater attun-
ement to one’s group and its norms and values. In an
Internet survey of 12 Arab countries and Pakistan and
Indonesia carried out by the University of Maryland’s
START center (National Consortium for the Study of Ter-
rorism and Responses to Terrorism), we found that partic-
ipants reporting lower life success, and hence presumably

suffering significance loss, tend to self-identify more
strongly as members of collectivities (nation or religion)
than as individuals (Kruglanski, Gelfand, & Gunaratna,
2012).

Evidence consistent with this proposition was ob-
tained also in several experimental studies carried out at the
University of Maryland (Kruglanski & Orehek, 2011). In
one experiment, participants wrote an essay describing a
personal failure experience or a personal success experi-
ence. Subsequently, their national identification as Ameri-
cans was assessed. As expected, participants in the failure
condition reported significantly stronger identification with
their nation than did participants in the success condition.

In another experiment, participants were given posi-
tive (success) or negative (failure) feedback concerning
their performance on a task (of remote associations), and
their interdependent self-construal was assessed via the
Singelis (1994) scale. As predicted, participants in the
negative feedback condition professed a more interdepen-
dent self-construal than did participants in the positive
feedback condition.

In a subsequent study, participants were randomly
assigned to write about either a time in the past when they
succeeded on an important personal goal or a time when
they failed at such a goal. Participants then completed
self-report measures of independent and interdependent
self-construal (Singelis, 1994). Consistent with the results
of the former study, participants in the failure condition
scored significantly higher on the interdependence scale as
well as significantly lower on the independence scale than
participants in the success condition.

Yet another study investigated the possibility that after
failure, participants would prefer to work in a group rather
than alone. To test this prediction, we first had participants
engage in playing a video game on the computer. They
were told that performance on this task had been demon-
strated to be a reliable predictor of intelligence and future
life success. The video game was rigged so that participants
were randomly assigned to either succeed or fail at the task.
Following this task, participants were told that they would
engage in another task with the chance to win a reward (a
chocolate bar). They were told that they had the option of
working alone on this task or working in a group. Partici-
pants in the success condition were significantly less likely
to elect to work in a group than were participants in the
failure condition. It seems, then, that failure not only shifts
the individual’s mindset from an independent way of think-

> Such a group could be a formal organization or an informal network
of like-minded friends devoted to a common purpose (Sageman, 2004,
2008).

© Our present evidence concerns primarily the consequences of a
significance loss, though a similar process should apply to other sources
of arousal of a significance quest, namely the threat of loss and an
opportunity for a significance gain. These implications could be profitably
pursued in future research.
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